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“We just knew we had a problem” 

Documenting the lived experience of PBB Contamination in Michigan

Implications for Environmental Health Literacy
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A Tragic Mix-up



“My daughter 
had her first 
period at age 
five.”
- Anonymous 
PBB Registry 
member



The Third Generation: Miscarried
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“To this day, I 
grieve for my lost 
children.”
- Anonymous 
PBB Registry 
member



Additional Research Findings

• Thyroid problems

• Breast Cancer

• Newborn health (lower Apgar scores)

• Epigenetics – regulation of gene activity; PBB 
acts like a weak estrogen. 



Why Oral Histories?
• Community Meetings

– The community has knowledge that can improve research on health 
effects

– We saw how hearing about the research helped them understand 
what had happened to them (validation of their health experiences)

– We wanted the research to benefit those exposed

• These stories were powerful and needed to be preserved. These 
experiences were important.

• Opportunity to understand how people gather information and 
make sense of the impacts of environmental exposures.



The Michigan PBB Oral History Project

• Objectives 

– Document memories of 
the PBB mix-up 

– Establish a community 
presence in the historical 
record 

– Interpret personal stories 
for public audiences

Brittany Fremion interviews Shari (Johnson) Konkel. Photos courtesy of Shari Konkel. 

“It was an answer, and that’s what they wanted, 
was an answer. It’s probably not the answer 
they wanted, but the uncertainty was pretty 
awful. To not know what was wrong and how it 
affected—I mean our family drank milk right out 
of the tank. We didn't know during the 
beginning stages of the contamination what 
was going on, so we didn't realize there might 
be consequences from that.”           

- Shari Konkel



• Process

– Preparation: partnerships and protocols 

– Interviewing: open-ended questions, audio-recorded

– Preservation: transcription, participant review, donation to Museum 
of Cultural and Natural History at CMU  

– Access: long-term preservation that facilitates future use

Left: Recruitment Flyer

Right: CMU 
undergraduate and 
graduate students who 
have contributed to the 
oral history project at a 
community event.

The Michigan PBB Oral History Project



• Participants

– 42 individuals and approximately 45 hours of audio recordings

Farm Family Chemical Plant Consumers Other

16 8 9 9

From Left: Roslund Family, Ithaca, MI. Courtesy of Marilyn (Roslund) de Bahena; JoAnne (Hall) Scalf, St. Louis, MI. Courtesy of JoAnne Scalf; and Alice Fish and Susan (Fish) Buckham interviewed in Battle Creek, MI; Neyer
boys on family farm in Mt. Pleasant, MI. Courtesy of Tim Neyer; and Patrick and Christine Muldoon interviewed in Grand Rapids, MI. 

“There was a lot of anger in the community. Why did this happen? How could this have 
happened? And why did it take so long to be discovered when there were so many sick 
animals dying? There was a reason for it, and it just took too long to discover why.”      

- Dorothy Reynolds



Significance
Farming as a way of life “was totally disrupted through this tragedy--and it affected 
these people's psyches for years. And as old as Blaine [my father-in-law] is, if you were 
to strike this conversation with him again, the passion would flair. His memories haven't 
died down from some of the events that occurred during this tragic time. So you always 
remember that there's a face behind the tragedy and it's hard for the local community 
to even begin to understand how these people lived it and coped with it and coped 
with their neighbors, and the uncertainty of not having any income anymore, maybe 
not even having a livelihood anymore.”

- Frank Konkel

“PBB is an important part of the history of this nation, not just Michigan.” 
- Christine Muldoon 

“This thing evolves in chapters and the last chapter of this book has not been written.”                                     
- Tim Neyer





Codebook development

• Thematic & line by line coding

• Two coders apply preliminary codes to selected 
interviews & resolve discrepancies



Preliminary Analyses

• Two coders for each interview (reliability)

• Long term objective:  Examine themes that emerge 
against existing frameworks 

– Health literacy (e.g., Nutbeam, 2000)

– Environmental health literacy (e.g., Finn & O’Fallon, 2017)

– Critical health literacy (e.g., Mogford, Gould, DeVoght, 2010)



Contributions & Next Steps
• Farmers were first to observe problem

• Institutions were slow to recognize/acknowledge

• Oral histories capture the experience & longstanding 
personal, economic, social and health impacts

• Opportunity to understand how people gather & interpret 
environmental health information
– Community science

– Personal action

– Collective action

• Contributions to environmental health literacy
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